Don Alvaro savoured the pleasure 01 communicating great tidings;
and ttyey were tidings which by now were spreading along the Christian
shores of the Mediterranean. Unctuously he told of Dragut bottled
up in the Bight of Djcrba by Andrea Doria, to whom the Neapolitan
fleet was now convoying the transports bearing the land forces and the
artillery that were to make short work of the trapped Corsair.
Instead of surprising bf his news, it was he, himself, who was
surprised by the answer to it.
"Don Alvaro, if that be your mission, you may go about and
return to Naples, Positively Dragut's fleet is not in the Bight of
Djerba. I left if nearly a week ago, somewhere off the Tunisian coast
and steering westward."
For a moment Don Alvaro was dumb. Then his comment came
explosively.
"By the eyes of God, you must be at fault, Don Prospero."
"That is impossible. I was in the Bight of Djerba with Dragut
And I left it with him, by the way out that was found at its southern
end/'
"What are you telling me?" Don Alvaro was almost impatient
"I know the place. There is no sudhrway out."
"One was made. I speak of what T saw. A channel was cut
through the isthmus. Doria has been fooled. He was left sitting at
the door of an empty trap."
"For Dios y la Virgen !" swore Don Alvaro under the shock of the
news. Then suddenly the bulk of him shook with laughter. But this
only for a moment. Soon, as he digested the matter, he became grave.
"If that be true, he has been more than fooled. He is ruined.
Nothing less. The Emperor's patience has been growing short. This
will completely end it. And Dragut cut a channel through the isthmus
to the south, you say ? Vive el cielo ! Of course Doria would not
think of that. Who, indeed, would have thought of it ?"
"I would," said Prospero, and earned a glance almost of terror
from his lady.
The Spaniard made a dubious lip.
"Maybe you would," he agreed, without conviction. "But what's
to do now? My orders from the Viceroy are to join Doria before
Djerba. That becomes useless."
"It is worse. I have told you that Dragut has gone westward,
naturally to seek reinforceirients at Algiers. You've to consider that
he is loose upon the seas, and that with Doria out of the way, our coasts
are defenceless. It follows that your place is back in Naples."
"Whilst Doria sits at Djerba guarding nothing and writing snwg,
self-laudatory letters to his Imperial master." Despite the gravity of
the situation, Don Alvaro's bulk was again shaken by a half-repressed
convulsion of mirth. "Faith, it's a well-deserved lesson for that self-
sufficient Genoese, and, as you say, it is not for me to leave the Italian
littoral unguarded."
In that clear perception of duty, Don Alvaro presently took himself
back to the Prospera to order the fleet to go about. Setting their